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ESSAYS BY A BELGIAN ACCOUNTANT
Translated from the French by Professor William E. Beatty, Rochester Institute of
Technology
Amand Coekelberghs
Brussels, Belgium

confidence.
On this evening of March 21, 1968, would
Robert Triffin, well-known economist, cause
another government to fall, a foreign one this
time? Triffin preached confidence and the next
day the situation began to clear up. The west
ern world could breathe again.

CONFIDENCE
The year 1968 will go down in history as
the year of confidence. . .
Accountants should have the spirit of syn
thesis. They spend their time accumulating
information that once a year they present in
two pictures that could be held on one page.
Only the economists surpass them in con
ciseness: a curve is sufficient for them; it is too
bad that they so often feel the need to explain
the reason for this curve, for then they are
inexhaustible.
1968-confidence. This formula can only be
an invention of accountants, for they know
what confidence is worth.
March 21, 1968 marks a turning point in
the history of gold and the dollar. That day
Robert Triffin returned from the United States
to his country, Belgium, and held a con
ference. The great financiers, Belgian and
others, had waited to form opinions as to
gold or the dollar, the neighboring country
(France) or the United States of America;
who would gain in the end? Should one buy
gold without regard for the world’s economy,
or should one support the dollar and continue
to strive toward a better solution?
In Belgium, 33 years previously, almost to
the very day—March 15—Fernand Baudhuin,
also an economist, stated in a broadcast, solely
Belgian that time, his opinion that an im
mediate devaluation was necessary. Four days
later, the government resigned; it did not have

Accountants knew how to appreciate this
sudden change, they who should inspire con
fidence, who should create and support it.
To inspire confidence, one must know how
to adapt oneself to its atmosphere. If you are
a Beatle fan, it is better to express your de
votion for them in private, to conceal your
unusual tastes, and proclaim loudly that every
evening you go to bed listening to Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony or Chopin’s Berceuse. This
reflection having been made, the Berceuse is
more likely.

For ladies this adaptation of the environ
ment is more difficult than for men, for after
all, with the new styles, elegance is measured
by the length of the skirt. If it is not short
enough, the boss will feel uncomfortable; he
will ask himself, “Isn’t my accountant current
on accounting developments? I doubt it, be
cause she does not appear to be very well in
formed on the caprices of style.” If, on the
other hand, the skirt is too short, he will ex
perience another kind of malaise that will
cause him to conclude, “My accountant is not
serious.”
The accountant should arouse confidence.

AMAND COEKELBERGHS, president of the Commission of the Public Relations of the Na

tional Accountant Association of Belgium and an accountant for more than twenty years,

describes himself as "a specialist in moral articles, indeed philosophical, but written from
a humorous viewpoint."

Born in 1922 in a suburb of Brussels, Anderlecht, which is known throughout Europe for

its football team and management of community finances, Mr. Coekelberghs is proud of
his community and hopes that one day it will be proud of him. He defends his profession

with ardor and portrays it as the best of all professions.
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To do this, he must create around him such a
climate that the least of his words and acts
will be considered as gospel. “My accountant
said it,” is the magic phrase that, when said
by your boss, should end all discussions. Avoid
talking too much, shade your opinions and
verify your additions. You will benefit. The end
of the day when you present documents for
signature by the president will be less nervewracking. He will sign them, with his eyes
closed.
But be careful; one error and that will be
the end of these occasions when all of the mail
will be dispatched with only a few sighs—
from the signatory who asks why you so
stubbornly refuse to sign them. Don’t ever
accept this honor (?); those who should have
confidence will sleep peacefully; a signature
is so easily traced.
Having inspired or created confidence, you
must now sustain it. At the corner drugstore,
there is a certain pocket-book entitled “How to
Succeed in Life by Maintaining Confidence of
Your Neighbors.” The title is a little short,
certainly, but it has already said what it means
to say. You will find many tricks more or less
adapted to your situation in society.
Here is one that I liked. When someone
whispers to you something trifling, forget it;
why burden yourself with it? Those around
you will eventually know that you, at least,
know how to keep a secret. They will confide
other secrets to you because some people have
an almost physical need to confess their se
crets; forget them always. You will become
the depository of secrets, otherwise known as
the confidential person of the establishment. In
other words, forgetting the secrets of others is
to gain their confidence.
On the other hand. . .
But however good a discourse this may be,
it may be too long; otherwise, the author will
be guilty of the accusation he has made about
too loquacious economists. I shall stop lest I
lose the confidence you have accorded me by
reading thus far.

casion hear from two painted lips, “The phil
osophy of this cocktail is astounding.”
You might even say of some tramps that
they are philosophers, or of someone who is
content with a mediocre life that he is a
philosopher. Trying to live a life free of desires
and cares, they are lonely persons, free from
the slavery of society. Their manner of life is
their philosophy but it concerns only their
personal lives.
Philosophy studies a group of particular
cases and endeavors to synthesize them into
principles. After defining the means which
permit the exercise of intelligence and reason,
philosophy applies itself to problems of action
sometimes called morality or ethics. Various
branches of science are then studied.
The study of the principles of a science
made by two people having the same intelli
gence but opposite moral values will yield
different results. Likewise two people having
the same moral values but with differing de
grees of intelligence will bring different solu
tions to a scientific problem.
Accounting is dependent upon mathematics
and history; mathematics because it is express
ed in numbers, history because it strives to
present a synthesis of past facts. Even when it
concerns budgets, accounting is nonetheless
historical because it compares past facts with
future predictions.
We are going to study the facts of a science
called accounting—facts that are fixed like a
photograph projected on a screen and from
which people suddenly begin to move. Facts
exist, waiting like marionettes for the operator
to animate them, endowing them with morality
and intelligence. These facts will have several
aspects; this will be a first demonstration and
we will use with caution the expression “exact
science” with which some would like to adorn
professional accounting.
Accounting in a general sense is the art of
giving an account. For example, Judas was the
accountant of the apostles. Professional ac
counting has rules which moreover tend to
become perfected from day to day. The actual
principle of these rules is to group similar
facts under headings called “accounts,” and to
record each fact in two accounts simultaneous
ly. “Double Entry Accounting” is the name
given to this way of doing things.
The recording of a transaction implies on
the part of the narrator the necessity of un
derstanding it. He must have judgment, which
is the mark of intelligence. For example, the
accountant must transcribe in his books the
“events” described on a cash register slip. See
ing the single transaction “payment to bank

PHILOSOPHY OF ACCOUNTING (I)
The word “philosophy” has many meanings:
the study of principles, a group of ideas. After
religion—Greek philosophy developed from re
ligion-philosophy commands first place in the
hierarchy of studies; it concerns the examina
tion of “human problems of knowledge and of
action” and criticism of them.
The word “philosophy” is used somewhat at
random, like the word “love,” for example.
This word is often lowered: “What a lovely
hat,” “What a lovely dog.” One might on oc
7

5000 francs,” he has three possibilities: he
will simply record the fact; he will note the
irregularity and immediately protest to the
cashier; or he will note the irregularity but will
rationalize and will find in expenses “payment
to bank” which explains the apparent irregular
ity. In effect, the payment could not have been
made because the bank was closed. Thus three
attitudes: absence of judgment, simple atten
iton and shrewd attention.
Thus we have demonstrated by accounting
the necessity for intelligence in the narration
of a fact. The accountant is a historian; upon
the degree of his intelligence will depend the
credibility of his work.

will be changeable, adapting to present
surroundings; we will be like a screen the
whiteness of which is colored at the will of the
projector. If our will is strong, we will not want
to give in to demands which go against prin
ciples.
Our sentiments support or temper our wills,
provoking a “case of conscience”; are we going
to obey the impulse of our will which refuses
to acquiesce? The respect that we have for this
impulse will try to bribe us, as will our lovefilial, marital or patriotic. Finally, reason will
coordinate these often contradictory tendencies,
by bearing on our will or reinforcing it, and
by analyzing this respect, this love, and re
solving it.
Returning to accounting terms and our bal
ance sheet, as illustrations of a case of con
science, let us say that the will is a liability,
the capital that we have brought in to edify
our personal ethics, our conscience. Sentiments
are assets, and reason is the “Profit and Loss
Account.” The balance will be on the right
or on the left depending upon whether the
elements of conscience are active or passive.
Let us imagine the case of an accountant
who has an opportunity to appropriate a large
sum without risk of being caught. He has just
learned that a supplier will have his offer
accepted by management the next day; three
suppliers were competing. The supplier made
it known that the accountant would be re
warded. The accountant may then say, “I
accept your proposition; if you give me the
money you will have the contract.” Here is a
case of conscience: is it good or bad?
The will says, “It is bad; it is contrary
to ethics, because an accountant does not
interfere in such contracts; he is paid only
for giving his advice when asked.” Marital
love will say, “Thanks to this sum you will
be able to buy this jewel your wife wants—
you will have all that money can buy.” Self
respect will add, “But are you going to sell
yourself for a few pieces of silver?”
Finally, reason decides the matter. If the
accountant compromises himself, love will suf
fer because love built on money—especially
wrongly acquired money—is in jeopardy. One
might also say that love will be enriched for a
moment, but remorse—another sentiment—will
attenuate this suddenly acquired wealth, in
part at least.
Reason—if the accountant gives in to it—will
balance the scale as an “active agent.” Senti
ment and reason stand in the way of the will.
If, encouraged by this first success (or faux
pas) the accountant repeats the offense, the
“assets” will diminish so much that the capi

PHILOSOPHY OF ACCOUNTING (2)

Accountants, by virtue of their profession,
have a moral philosophy different from that
of internal revenue agents and merchants. To
illustrate this, a merchant makes a contribu
tion of a thousand francs to a charity and asks
his accountant to charge it to the public re
lations account. Upon discovering this, the
internal revenue agent exclaims, “Fraud!”
“Correct entry,” replies the accountant; “Pro
fessional expense,” affirms the donor, regard
less of the reasons behind his generosity.
Three different conceptions of the same fact,
ranging from bad to good.
But this is a question of superficial aspects
of ethics—aspects related to morals, to one’s
usual habits. Gradually one adapts himself
to a profession, a way of life, which forms
the basis for his opinions, his judgment, his
moral and physical conduct. A person in the
business world is, in effect, in a neutral en
vironment, each bearing silent testimony to
his own concern. The manufacturer asks,
“What are his securities?”; the dandy, “Where
does he live?”; and the accountant, “Is he sol
vent?”
Moral conscience is more personal. Here
it is not a question of appreciation, or of
judging others, but of expressing an opinion
or judgment of oneself. The elements of moral
conscience are the will, sentiments (love, for
example), and finally reason. It is according to
these elements that we judge our acts when
they are based on habits and when we make of
them “cases of conscience.”
We might compare a “case of conscience”
to a balance sheet, which is an inventory on
a given date. Here the date is the moment
when we record an act which seems to come
from habits we have acquired by virtue of our
religion, our family and our profession. This
inventory sums up our tendencies, which are
based on our wills. If we are feeble, they
8

tal will be devalued; a fleeting will, perhaps
occasionally a bankruptcy which will no longer
record a “case of conscience.”
If this picture makes you smile, please re
member that serious discourses are repulsive
to our pen, and that in such serious discourses
we progress by prudent steps, having for our
guide many heavy volumes that we try to
lighten by bits of fantasy.

If we realize that the establishment of such
a simple fact as the cost of a machine is hazard
ous, even theoretical, we can understand why
some philosophers have written, “A fact is an
idea.” Moreover, accounting does not develop
merely from a constant observation of facts and
classifying and recording them in a system
designed to “make them speak.”
It is here that accounting rejoins history.
Facts are established thanks to documents
which are subject to internal and external re
view. External review concerns the authenti
city of source documents. (Armand Cuvillier)
Suppose that at the time of verification of a
balance sheet we audit the bank balance. The
entries agree with the documents—within a
few centimes, these having been omitted ac
cording to the controller, for simplification.
We shake our heads, philosophize on the de
preciation of money and go on to another
verification. We begin to wonder how it is
that centimes are no longer circulated in banks.
We examine the document more closely and
discover that the date has been cleverly
altered.
Internal examination concerns the content
of the documents, this content serving as evi
dence. This gives rise to the question of knowing
the value of such evidence.
Accounting documents in general are classi
fied as external, semi-external and internal.
An invoice is a typical external document;
it refers to merchandise, and is accompanied
by an internal document, the receiving report.
When the latter is signed by the delivering
agent, it becomes a semi-external document.
These documents testify that on a certain
date a quantity of merchandise was sold by a
given supplier, and that it has been delivered
to the purchaser; this evidence is as valid as
the individuals who prepared the documents.
Does the quality of the product conform to
the order and to its description in the docu
ment? Is the agreed-upon price shown? Has
the supplier given a commission to a member
of the firm? Has a price higher than that indi
cated been paid?
To be sure of the value of evidence it is
necessary to do some cross-checking; but
can the accountant verify all of the evidence,
when even the most convincing might not be
totally reliable?
(Continued on page 13)

PHILOSOPHY OF ACCOUNTING (3)
It is never without a certain reticence that
we sign a document “Certified true and exact.”
True, perhaps, but exact?
Accounting is history in figures and there
fore belongs in the domain of mathematics.
Even Einstein said that his propositions, for
all they were related to reality, were not cer
tain, and for all they might be certain, do not
relate to reality.
Here is an example of a certain (exact)
proposition that does not square with reality.
A series of five annual statements shows that
each year the current assets represented ap
proximately 25% of total assets, which would
indicate a certain liquidity. But a more de
tailed examination showed that this presenta
tion of certain (exact) facts actually hid a lack
of available assets, payments having been re
ported after the closing date.
Now let us imagine a proposition that is
real but not certain. The orders of a corpora
tion indicate a better year than in previous
years when a comfortable profit was earned.
At the same time, the solvency of customers
not having been determined, the default of
a single one could have an unfavorable in
fluence; besides, these customers are to a cer
tain extent dependent upon their customers.
The process of establishing a fact could be
broken down into choosing, measuring, inter
pretation and correction. Suppose we want to
establish the cost of a new machine. We will
include the supplier’s invoice, the transporta
tion charges, as well as the installation costs.
The accountant might wish to add other ex
penses such as studies to determine the need
for the machine, modifications of the building,
starting up and breaking in. All of these would
be added and compared with the budget.
Certain expenses might be excluded if they
were not directly related to the installation of
the machine.

WILLING PEOPLE
"Our organization is made up, 100%, of willing people—those willing to work, and those willing to let
them work."
From a Church Bulletin
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In Conclusion

property state is considered as a separate
taxpayer.

Tax Planning
It is very important that farmers and ranch
ers do tax planning. Before large sales are
made, it is important to consider the over
all tax consequences. If a farmer or rancher
has children who work for him on the farm
or ranch, paying them a reasonable wage for
their work will reduce the farmer’s or ranch
er’s taxes. He can deduct his children’s pay
for work performed to the same extent as
other farm wages, and may still be able to
claim them as dependents.

To summarize, the farmer or rancher will
benefit economically from a good understand
ing of accounting procedures and tax regula
tions. Usually, a cash basis of accounting will
be to his advantage and an informed applica
tion of the proper tax rules will enable him to
conserve more of his hard-earned dollars for
himself and his family.
PHILOSOPHY OF ACCOUNTING (3)
(Continued from page 9)

A final example. An expert verifies the de
preciation of two identical machines, bought
the same year. He examines the purchase in
voice, the computation of depreciation, and is
satisfied with their value as accounting docu
ments. He makes a report that he declares to
be true and exact. It appears, however, that
his report is false. One of the two machines
is no longer in existence because it has been
destroyed in an accident. The insurance com
pany had paid an indemnity but this was not
recorded. A new machine had been purchased
to replace it and the depreciation continued on
the former machine.
Even if the accountant had taken the trouble
to look at the machines, he would not have
noticed anything except that the destroyed
machine was at rest. But—our reports are al
ways true—and exact.

Estate Planning
It is very important that farmers and ranch
ers do some estate planning. Under the present
practice of the Internal Revenue Service, land
is valued at current market price or the amount
similar land is selling for on the current market.
The farmer or rancher should give some
thought to making gifts of some of his property
to his children. The farmer or rancher might
also give some thought to the advantages of
taking his children into his business and form
ing a partnership.
Trusts are another effective avenue to
achieve desired estate planning ends for a farm
er or rancher.

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO̶ in THE WOMAN CPA
The first mathematicians were the priests who calculated the advent of the seasons. History tells us

that the early Egyptian temples were equipped with instruments to note the rise and fall of the Nile.
But the great mass did not see any connection between prophecy and reality. Reading and writing were

mysteries for centuries but the twentieth century made them common knowledge—at least in this country.
Today the ordinary man knows something about scientific discoveries even though he doesn't know
their mathematical bases. Side by side with the development of modern art and modern industry has
been the development of commerce and finance. And most persons have some knowledge of them just as

their primitive ancestors observed the rise and fall of the river but all they know about the mathematical

side is that commerce and industry are represented by figures so astronomical that they are not to be

understood.
From "Mathematics In Its Relation To The Commercial World"

by Jane E. Goode, CPA, October, 1943
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